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Abstract 
Several research studies have argued that people evaluate incivilities of places as part of the process of 
estimating how safe they might be. The study presented here examined whether such an assumption is 
upheld when people are allowed to express their thoughts about places before rating how disordered a 
place seems to them. British students evaluated three residential areas with different levels of disorder. 
First, participants had to write their impressions about the places and then rate how disordered, risky 
and unsafe the places seemed to them. The qualitative analysis showed that despite participants referred 
to physical disorder, only few participants mentioned crime and safety. Results from the quantitative 
analysis revealed that as the more disordered a place was rated the more unsafe it was considered. 
Findings suggest both that disordered places not always elicit unsafe concerns and that the so predicted 
relationship between disorder and safety maybe method dependant.  
 
Keywords: disorder; fear of crime; safety; risk perception; physical environment; residential 
environments. 
 
1. Introduction 
 
After the publication of Broken Windows Theory (Wilson, 1975; Wilson & Kelling, 1982) policy 
makers, designers and researchers from different disciplines investigated its implications. Supporters of 
this theory argued that people perceiving more disorder in the neighbourhood will be more concerned 
about their safety, i.e., the more incivilities are perceived, the least safe a person will feel (Jackson, 
2004a; Taylor, 2001a, 2001b; Wilson & Kelling, 1982). Typically, physical incivilities are related to 
conditions that demonstrate that a place is not being maintained or used properly; social incivilities are 
associated with disorderly behaviour that is unpredictable, troublesome and threatening to people. Both 
types of incivilities are said to signal to residents and outsiders that the neighbourhood is not quite 
under control; rather, it is a disordered place.  
 
Disordered places elicit fear and anxiety because they possess signs of vulnerability, invite offenders, 
and further deterioration, mistrust and withdrawal, may follow as a consequence (Brantingham & 
Brantingham, 1995; Brown et al, 2004; Doran & Lees, 2005; Farrall, Gray & Jackson, 2007; Friedrichs 
& Blasius, 2003; Miceli et al, 2004; Semmens, 2004;). On the contrary, ordered places provide safety 
and reassurance to people because they contain signs of social control and surveillance and people 
living there are perceived as caring and trustworthy (Brown, Perkins, & Brown, 2004; Skogan, 1990; 
Taylor, 1987; Wilson & Kelling, 1982). 
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Most of the recent work on incivilities has focused on investigating specific physical and social 
neighbourhood incivilities that, to some extent, have proved to undermine informal social control and 
the stability of the neighbourhood, and foster concern about personal and property safety. For instance, 
insufficient lighting, novelty, and high density, are said to make people feel more unsafe (Painter, 
1996). Green foliage density and maintenance also was found to have an effect on crime, fear and 
perceived safety (Kuo, Bacaioca & Sullivan, 1998; Kuo & Sullivan, 2001). Neighbourhood stability, 
resident appropriation, a strong sense of community and social trust, elicit well-being and safe feelings 
(Brunson, Kuo & Sullivan, 2001; Garcia, Taylor & Brian, 2007; Markowitz, Bellair, Liska & Liu, 
2001; Ross, Reynolds & Geis, 2000; Schwitzer, Kin & Mackin, 1999). Nonetheless, these results need 
further investigation because some findings seem contradictory and other researchers have found that 
there are other factors that mediate or moderate the impact of incivilities on perceived safety, such as 
community structure, place attachment and social trust (Brown & Perkins, 2001; Franzini et al, 2008; 
Friedrichs & Blasius, 2003; Skogan, 1990; Taylor, 1996; Van Beek Gert, 2005; Walkalate, 1998). 
 
The value of Broken Windows Theory is that Wilson and Kelling for the first time shifted the 
analytical lens from the traditional approach that sought individual differences as accounting for crime, 
to a more environmental approach that highlighted the relevance of the physical and social conditions 
of the place to explain perceived safety and fear of victimisation. However, although it was recognised 
that disorder varies from neighbourhood to neighbourhood, the underlying processes that may account 
for such differences were not explained.  
 
The BWT and further developments have been criticised because of their environmental determinism 
assumptions and their failure to incorporate any kind of  psychosocial explanation. Over the years, 
there has been an increasing concern about the conceptual and methodological weaknesses of this 
approach (Farrall, Bannister, Ditton, & Gilchrist, 1997; Ferraro & LaGrange, 1987; Hale, 1996; 
Jackson, 2004b; Semmens, 2004). At a conceptual level, research has been criticised for not 
considering participants’ understandings and views about crime. Some researchers argue that the 
widespread use of surveys has ‘decontextualised’ the problem and the variety of meanings and 
emotions involved have not been captured adequately. In addition, most research in the field offers 
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little conceptual and operational distinction between concepts such as fear, worry, concern, safety, risk, 
crime, and victimisation (Ferraro & LaGrange, 1987; Jackson, 2004b). 
 
Methodological concerns have drawn attention to the way fear and related concepts are operationalised. 
Researchers have  not distinguished between specific types of offences and their temporal, spatial and 
social contexts, which has limited the conceptual development and the quality of data gathered (Farrall 
et al, 1997). For instance, participants are often asked about ‘crime’ in general or ‘how 
safe/fearful/worried/concerned do they feel walking around alone in a certain area. Clearly, making 
conceptual and operational distinctions between concepts and situations, and establishing the context 
where specific events occur, is needed.  
 
This shortcoming has been compounded by methodological concerns such as the excessive use of 
surveys and the wording of questions used. Farrall and his colleagues conducted a study to compare 
results obtained from open ended or closed questions, and found out that same participants gave 
different answers to very similar or identical questions depending upon the nature of the questions 
posed. Fattah (1993) concurs with Farrall’s standpoint and notes that different results are produced 
when using open or closed questions since the latter direct participants’ responses. Quantitative and 
qualitative methodologies may yield different conclusions that are attributable to the method used, 
rather than changes in the participants’ reports.  
 
Drawing on the criticisms above, the study reported in this paper examines whether the assumption that 
physically and socially disordered places elicit unsafe feelings and fear about victimisation holds when 
people are allowed to express their actual thoughts about places. If when people are asked about three 
residential places with different levels of disorder, do they refer to danger and safety concerns or do 
they highlight other observed and inferred attributes of these places. Furthermore, is the effect of 
disorder on safety about victimisation confirmed when participants rate the level of disorder, risk and 
safety of the same residential areas. 
 
 
2. Method  
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2.1 Participants 
A sample of 120 British students was used for analysis in this study. There were more women (56.7%) 
than men (43.3%), and most of them were between 18 and 25 years old (78.4%), and were mainly 
undergraduate students (61.7%). Using mailing lists, students from different schools from an English 
university were sent an email asking for their voluntary participation.  
 
2.2 The three places evaluated 
A panoramic photograph of a highly deprived residential neighbourhood with no people, was taken 
during daylight hours (Figure 1: Place as Is). Based upon conceptual premises and empirical 
contributions from the Broken Windows Theory and the incivilities-disorder perspectives two 
variations of the Place as Is were created. Firstly, physical incivilities which are said to characterise 
disordered neighbourhoods were identified. Amongst these were: overall maintenance, broken 
windows, litter, boarded-up buildings, high physical density, insufficient lighting, broken streetlights, 
graffiti, and vandalised and abandoned cars and properties (Van Beek Gert, 2005; Jackson, 2004a; 
Taylor, 1987, 2001a, 2001b; Hale, 1996; Skogan, 1990; Wilson & Kelling, 1982). 
 
Figure 1. The Place as Is. 
This photograph shows the place as it is in reality 
 
 
Secondly, using a computer design programme, physical features such as the cleanliness of the streets 
and houses, the conditions of walls and windows, as well as the conditions and number of cars and 
greenery, were manipulated in order to create two additional places: 1) A more degraded place (Figure 
2: Place Degraded) which contained signs of incivilities and dilapidation, more cars, dirtiness, no 
pruned vegetation, broken windows and graffiti; and, 2) An improved place (Figure 3: Place 
Improved), which looked better kept, tidier, cleaner, with fewer cars, newer windows and with more 
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and well shaped green foliage. The purpose of such alterations was to explore how much participants’ 
perception of disorder, risk and safety change depending on the physical conditions of the places.  
 
Figure 2. The Place Degraded 
The actual place was modified as to create a more degraded and less attractive place. The overall idea 
was to create a rundown place were signs of decay and abandonment were evident. 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3. The Place Improved 
The actual place was manipulated as to create a beautified and more attractive place. Well kept and 
shaped vegetation was added in order to create a more green, private and well cared place.  
 
 
 
2.3 Instrument and measures 
 
A questionnaire evaluating perceived physical and social disorder, risk perception, and perceived 
safety, was devised. The questionnaire contained two main sections. Section I presented an open 
question which asked participants to write at least five words or phrases that best expressed what they 
thought when looking at the places for the first time. Section II of the questionnaire presented 
participants with a series of statements about physical and social disorder, risk and safety. The main 
constructs were measured as follows: 
 
2.3.1 Disorder. Physical and social disorder were assessed by means of one open question and 40 
close-ended items related to maintenance of the residential area, physical incivilities, legibility, 
deprivation, social incivilities and sense of community. From marks out of 10, with 1 meaning “not at 
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all” and 10 “very much”, respondents rated the extent each item described the place depicted in the 
photograph.  
 
2.3.2 Risk perception was measured through 21 items assessing perceived vulnerability (people’s 
perceived susceptibility of encountering threatening events or situations that may harm them or the 
things they value.), controllability (or the estimates of one’s ability to avoid or mitigate risks and their 
consequences), and perceived frequency of occurrence of specific dangers (events, situations or 
persons) that may harm them or the things they value.  Participants rated on a 7-point Likert scale, with 
1 meaning “not at all” and 7 “very much”, the likelihood of them feeling vulnerable or under control 
regarding certain offenses when looking at the photographs.  
 
2.3.3. Perceived safety. It was measured by means of four items. Participants had to rate on a 7-point 
Likert scale, with 1 meaning “not at all” and 7 “very much, how much they thought they could feel 
insecure and unease in the places evaluated. 
 
2.4. Procedure 
Respondents were given one of the photographs and asked to look at it and complete the questionnaire. 
Once they completed the questionnaire for the first photograph, the researcher collected it together with 
the completed questionnaire and gave the participant the second photo and a new questionnaire. The 
same steps were followed for the third photo. Even though all participants rated the three places their 
order of presentation was counterbalanced so as to ensure there were no order effects.  
 
3. Analyses and results 
 
3.1 What did participants think about the place in the photograph? 
Participants were asked first to write five words or phrases that best expressed their impression of the 
three places evaluated when looking at them for the first time. Responses to this question were coded 
and analysed using content analysis (Weber, 1990). Once categories and subcategories on data from 
120 participants were identified, an independent researcher coded answers from ten participants to 
check for inter-rater reliability. An acceptable Cohen’s Kappa coefficient of r=.83 was obtained (Miles 
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& Huberman, 1994). Results for each of the three places evaluated highlight main attributes perceived 
by most participants. It is worth noting that not all participants referred to all categories and 
subcategories (Table 1). 
 
Four interrelated categories emerged from the analysis. The first category, place related, refers to 
attributes that were observed or sometimes inferred from the place itself, for instance physical 
incivilities, density and privacy. The second category, social attributions, includes topics that were 
inferred from the place but that have a social content such as wealth and friendliness of the people 
living in such areas. The third category, personal reaction, refers to the extent people liked the place, 
how they felt when looking at it and how familiar the place was for them. The fourth category, 
perceived safety, reflects the possibility of being in state of danger. 
 
Table 1. 
Categories and subcategories emerged from the analysis of results using CA 
 
Categories Sub-categories Categories Sub-categories 
 
 
PLACE RELATED 
Physical incivilities 
Maintenance 
Physical Privacy 
Type of state 
Perceived density 
Type of area 
 
SOCIAL  
ATTRIBUTIONS 
Wealth 
Type of people 
Friendliness 
PERSONAL 
REACTION 
Attractiveness 
Emotional reaction 
Familiarity 
PERCEIVED  
SAFETY 
Perceived safety 
Perceived danger 
Social incivilities 
Note: Same participants can be counted in more than one sub-category. 
 
 
The Place Degraded evoked responses associated with its overall maintenance and physical and social 
incivilities, such as its wealth and level of danger. That is, 73% of the sample perceived physical 
incivilities in this place, while others referred to the place as unkempt (45%) and where poor people 
live (17%). About 35% referred to it as dangerous and unsafe, where crime and vandalism are a 
feature. The Place as Is evoked responses associated to its overall maintenance and physical 
incivilities, its level of wealth and attractiveness. This place was mainly perceived as a quiet but run 
down and untidy neighbourhood, with a moderate economic level; only a minority (12%) thought it 
was a threatening place. The Place Improved evoked responses associated to its overall maintenance 
and quietness, its level of privacy, greenery, attractiveness and perceived safety. It was considered as a 
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well kempt, quiet, and green place. About 30% of the sample referred to it as a safe and attractive 
place.  
 
Overall, the findings described above suggest that although 70% of participants perceived the Place 
Degraded as the most rundown, untidy, vandalized and unkempt place, and 42% inferred the presence 
of social incivilities, only 33% evaluated it as unattractive, dangerous and unsafe. The Place as Is 
evoked perceptions of moderate physical disorder. The Place Improved was perceived as quiet, green 
and well maintained, and around 30% considered it as private, attractive and safe. 
 
 
3.2. Rating the level of disorder, risk and safety 
An exploratory factor analysis on data from the three places evaluated was performed in order to 
identify latent higher order constructs in the disorder scale. Four factors were extracted: Factor I, 
physical order, refers to physical conditions of the place and how much people like it (Cronbach’s 
alpha = .97). Factor II, social disorder, includes attributes associated with antisocial behaviour and 
deprivation in poor and run down places (Cronbach’s alpha = .92). Factor III, sense of community, 
reflects good social relations and community life amongst residents (Cronbach’s alpha = .90). Factor 
IV, good visibility, refers to the extent the place has good prospect and allows good visibility 
(Cronbach’s alpha = .61). 
 
A series of one way repeated measures ANOVAs were performed on data from the factors extracted in 
order to identify significant differences in participants’ perceptions of the three places. In addition, 
significant differences by gender and age were investigated by conducting a series of independent T-
tests and independent one-way ANOVAs, respectively.  
 
Table 2 shows means and standard deviations for factors extracted in each place. Results showed that 
the Place Degraded was perceived as the most physically and socially disordered place, where 
visibility, sense of community, and safety are low. The Place as Is was considered as a physically 
disordered and not much liked place, though it was not perceived as socially disordered place. The 
Place Improved obtained the most favourable evaluation as it was perceived as a physically and 
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socially ordered place. Despite the fact that visibility, sense of community and safety were moderate in 
the last two, this was always better in the Place Improved.  
 
 
 
Participants perceived the three places significantly different from each other in terms of their level of 
disorder and safety. The Place Degraded always obtained the least favourable evaluation and the Place 
Improved the best. A significant difference (p<.001) between the three places was found in most of the 
Factors extracted for physical and social disorder, except for Factor IV, good visibility, where no 
significant difference between the Place as Is and the Place Improved was found. Similarly, the three 
places were perceived as significantly different in terms of their level of safety (p<.001).  
 
Few significant differences between groups were found. Women (m=5.09; std= 2.21) tended to 
significantly score higher than men (m=4.16; std= 1.78) regarding attributes associated with the first 
factor. That is, women reported a more favourable evaluation than men on how cared and liked the 
places were (t(101)=2.378; p<.05). Significant differences by age in terms of participants’ perceptions 
of safety were also found. It seems that the eldest participants (m=4.80, std=1.24) felt safer than the 
youngest (m=3.88, std= 1.4)(F(2,119)=4.069, p<.05).  
 
Table 2. 
Mean scores and standard deviations for the factors extracted in perceived disorder and safety 
 
 PERCEIVED DISORDER 
(factors extracted) 
 
SAFETY5 
 
 
 
I.  
Place related1 
m(std) 
II.  
Social order2 
m(std) 
III.  
Sense of 
community3 
m(std) 
IV.  
Good visibility4 
m(std) 
 
% variance explained 49.69 8.49 4.34 3.90 N/A 
Cronbach’s alpha .97 .92 .90 .61 .83 
 
Place Degraded 
 
2.48 (0.74) 
 
6.36 (1.04) 
 
3.57 (1.17) 
 
4.70 (1.64) 
 
2.79 (0.96) 
Place as Is 4.94 (1.43) 4.43 (1.32) 5.14 (1.27) 6.03 (1.50) 4.55 (1.06) 
Place Improved 7.24 (1.19) 2.94 (0.92) 5.98 (1.36) 6.35 (1.64) 5.44 (0.93) 
1= Not at all; 10= Very much 
 
1 Significant differences between the three places (F(2,198)=630.935, p<.001; Bonferroni adjustment). 
2 Significant differences between the three places (F(2,228)=374.646, p<.001; Bonferroni adjustment). 
3 Significant differences between the three places (Greenhouse-Geisser correction F(2,207)=143.502, p<.001; Bonferroni 
adjustment). 
4 Significant differences between the Place Degraded and the other two places, but not between the Place as Is and the Place 
Improved (Greenhouse-Geisser correction F(2,218)=57.078, p<.001; Bonferroni adjustment). 
5 Significant differences between the three places (F(2,224)=349.710, p<.001; Bonferroni adjustment). 
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Similar to the disorder scale, an exploratory factor analysis was performed on the risk perception scale 
and four factors were extracted (Table 3). Whereas the first two factors, minor and serious offences 
(Cronbach’s alpha = .92 and .87, respectively), refer to certain type of offences that can be perpetrated 
by others around the place, Factor III, controllability (Cronbach’s alpha = .65), is more related to 
people’s ability to handle any unexpected situations; and, Factor IV, to the vulnerability or a person’s 
susceptibility of being harmed or in trouble (Cronbach’s alpha = .75). 
 
A series of one way repeated measures ANOVAs were performed on data from the factors extracted. In 
addition, significant differences by gender and age were investigated by conducting a series of 
independent T-tests and independent one-way ANOVAs, respectively. Table 3 shows that participants 
felt at more risk in the Place Degraded than in the other two. Participants reported being somewhat 
vulnerable and having low control in this place where minor and serious offences are more likely to 
occur. Even though the Place as Is and the Improved Place were both considered as having low risk, 
such evaluation was even less in the Improved Place.  
 
Only factors III and IV –controllability and vulnerability respectively- yielded significant differences 
by gender and age. Women (m=3.88; std= 1.19) tended to significantly score higher than men (m=3.33; 
std= 0.90) regarding attributes associated with personal vulnerability and the possibility of being 
harmed (t(118)=2.864; p<.01).   
 
Table 3 
Mean scores and standard deviations for the factors extracted where significant differences were found 
 
 
 
PERCEIVED RISK (factors extracted) 
 
 
I.  
Minor offences1 
II.  
Serious offences2 
III.  
Control3 
IV.  
Vulnerability4 
% variance explained 44.28 9.69 7.42 5.25 
Cronbach’s alpha .92 .87 .65 .75 
 
Place Degraded 
 
5.31(.69) 
 
4.45 (1.00) 
 
3.50 (1.08) 
 
4.57 (1.01) 
Place as Is 3.74 (.97) 3.16 (1.02) 4.49 (0.96) 3.45 (0.92) 
Place Improved 2.59 (.74) 2.69 (1.04) 5.01 (0.94) 2.06 (0.96) 
1= Not at all       7= Very much 
 
1 Significant differences between the three places (F(2,218)=475.797; p<.001 Bonferroni adjustment). 
2 Significant differences between the three places (Greenhouse-Geisser correction F(2,200)=135.781; p<.001 Bonferroni 
adjustment). 
3 Significant differences between the three places (F(2,222)=107.742, p<.001 Bonferroni adjustment). 
4 Significant differences between the three places (Greenhouse-Geisser correction F(2,211)=170.194; p<.001 Bonferroni 
adjustment). 
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Contrary to what was expected, the results revealed that the older a person is the less vulnerable (F 
(2,118)= 5.388; p<.01) and with more control (F (2,116)= 5.766; p<.01) she or he feels. That is, 
participants between 26-30 years old felt less vulnerable (m=3.89, std=1.13) and with more control 
(m=4.87, std=0.92) than those between 18-21 years old (m=4.72, std=1.08; and, m=4.00, std=.1.15; 
respectively). No other significant differences were found. 
 
In summary, the findings demonstrated that participants did perceive the three places significantly 
different from each other in terms of their level of disorder, risk and safety. The Place Degraded 
always obtained the least favourable evaluation and the Place Improved the best.  
 
 
4. Discussion  
 
Broken windows theory and the incivilities-disorder thesis argue that observable social and physical 
disorders or incivilities are signs of uncaring and disinterested people, which may be taken as warnings 
of likely dangers and serious crimes. The more incivilities and disorder are perceived the more unsafe 
one might feel. The study presented here examined whether such an assumption is upheld when people 
are allowed to express their actual thoughts about places before rating how disordered, risky and unsafe 
a place seems to them.  
 
First, the findings indicate that people’s perceptions of places may or may not involve social incivilities 
and safety accounts. When participants were allowed to freely express their ideas about the places, they 
primarily reported attributes associated to physical disorder and wealth. Only a minority additionally 
included social and affective factors such as likeability and friendliness. The categories that were 
mentioned the most by participants were physical incivilities, maintenance and wealth. Nonetheless, 
unsafe feelings did not emerge as a consequence of the level of disorder perceived, as demonstrated by 
evaluations made to the Place Degraded  where only a quarter of the sample referred to it.  
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On the other hand, when participants were explicitly asked to evaluate how dangerous, unsafe or risky 
a place was, the results appear similar to those found by scholars in the field of fear of crime (Cozens, 
Hillier & Prescott, 2001b; Doran & Lees, 2005; Farrall, Gray & Jackson, 2007; Hale, 1996; Kuo & 
Sullivan, 200; Painter, 1996; Perkins & Taylor, 1996; Van Beek Gert, 2005). That is, the more 
disordered a place is perceived the more unsafe and at risk one might feel. There is however a 
significant difference between the findings of previous research and the results of this study. These 
results illustrate that the place which was perceived as the most unsafe and risky, was at the same time 
the most physically and socially disordered. The other two places were evaluated as socially ordered, 
rather safe and with low risk, even when the Place as Is was perceived as physically disordered. That 
is, the level of perceived social disorder made the difference between the unsafe and safe places. What 
this is telling us is that it is not the physical environment per se but the social inferences of places 
which inform us about how safe we might be; it is people and their behaviour what matter the most. 
 
The results also suggest that gender and age differences are more likely to be salient in respect of 
people’s perceptions of the maintenance of places, vulnerability and control. Women and the younger 
participants tend to feel more vulnerable and with less control than men and the eldest. Likewise, 
women showed a more favourable perception of the places they evaluated especially regarding the 
neighbourhood’s maintenance and likeability. 
 
The second conclusion relates to the methods used. Unlike other research in this area, the study 
presented here used three different methodologies to measure disorder, risk and safety. This provided a 
more complete understanding of the concepts measured. Previously, photographs have been used to 
elicit research participants reactions to places but these have tended to be one shot photos with little or 
no information about the neighbourhood. Based upon results from the qualitative studies and research 
literature, richer panoramic photographs were employed and subjected to image manipulations. 
Whereas most research in the field has only assessed the effect of dilapidated areas on people’s fear 
and feelings of insecurity, this study also evaluated both disordered and environmentally enhanced 
places in order to assess whether the assumptions typically held made in the field of fear of crime 
research are sustained.  
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Even though modifications done to the original place included some of the salient attributes that the 
research literature suggests contributes to participants’ feelings of safety, other attributes were also 
considered such as greenery, type of roads and number of cars. Whether it was only the salient 
attributes which influenced participants’ perceptions of places or rather the combined effect of all them, 
is still unknown. More research investigating how many and which attributes are sufficient to raise 
unsafe perceptions is yet needed.  
 
Findings from this study also revealed several important methodological findings. The qualitative 
analysis suggested that despite the degree of perceived physical disorder which emerged in the majority 
of the participants’ accounts, social disorder and unsafe feelings did not. On the contrary, responses to 
open-ended questionnaires used with photographs found that physically disordered places are 
associated with perceived social incivilities and a lack of security. This confirms the findings of others 
(e.g., Farrall, Bannister, Ditton, & Gilchrist, 1997; Fattah, 1993). One has to have some caution as 
results like these may be misleading because they do not take into account first impressions but 
responses to questions asking about and focusing on disorder and safety; there is a degree of framing 
involved. What seems evident from these findings however, is that the methods and techniques used to 
investigate the topic may yield different conclusions. Judging one’s level of safety may or may not be 
part of a personal place assessment, but it may also depend on the demand characteristics of the 
research. Devising new and innovative ways of measuring perceptions of safety, risk and other related 
concepts combining quantitative and qualitative techniques is necessary. Moreover, research needs to 
define more clearly key concepts and creatively measure reactions to crime and safety. Specific, 
temporal, spatial and social contexts should also be investigated. 
 
 
5. Conclusions  
 
For over 20 years broken windows theory and further conceptual developments have guided scientific 
research, social policy and urban design. Nonetheless, the apparent success of this approach seems to 
be more related to the relative easiness with which design and policy measures can be implemented 
than with its effectiveness in reducing unsafe perceptions and crime.  
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Results from this study suggest that cues to danger are not self-evident. It follows then that reliance on 
visible cues of dilapidation and environmental degradation as signalling social incivilities and danger is 
incomplete because these do not in and of themselves present dangers. Rather people interpret the 
environment in terms of who they are, where they come from and why they are there (Goffman, 1971; 
Warr, 1990). The implication of this is that not only do different people have different evaluations of 
disorder and safety but also modifying the physical characteristics of places is not enough to reduce 
crime and feelings of insecurity. By combining qualitative and quantitative methodologies to 
investigate public’s views and perceptions of disorder, risk and safety, future research should look at 
the interaction between psychological, environmental and socio-cultural factors and to set such results 
within their specific situational context. 
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